Subbasal nerve regeneration after LASEK measured by confocal microscopy.
To determine the relationship between the degree of subbasal nerve regeneration and corneal sensation and tear film functions after LASEK using corneal confocal microscopy. This prospective, observational, and longitudinal study included 35 LASEK patients who underwent tear breakup time assessment, phenol red thread test, corneal esthesiometry, and confocal microscopy preoperatively and 1, 3, and 6 months postoperatively. Subbasal nerve images were analyzed to assess nerve regeneration. Postoperatively, tear breakup time decreased significantly and had not returned to the preoperative level by 6 months after surgery. There were no significant differences in the phenol red thread test results before and after LASEK. Central corneal sensation decreased significantly 1 month after LASEK and returned to normal levels 3 months after surgery. Nerve fiber density, nerve branch density, and nerve fiber length and width decreased significantly after LASEK and had not returned to preoperative levels 6 months after surgery. Subbasal nerve fibers retained their vertical orientation after LASEK. There were no significant correlations between the length and density of subbasal nerve fibers and central corneal sensitivity, tear volume, or breakup time after surgery. Subbasal nerves were injured by LASEK and had not returned to preoperative levels 6 months after surgery. Corneal sensitivity was reduced after LASEK and returned to normal levels 3 months after surgery.